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Finding out about children’s meaning making through drawing 
together 
 
When I was seven I worked on a science project about caterpillars and 
moths. I was completely immersed in this project, fascinated by 
caterpillar body markings, the rhythmical, semi-circular pattern 
caterpillars adopt to eat leaves, their spiral construction of the 
chrysalis, and their transformation into moths or butterflies. I 
demonstrated my fascination, my research and study through carefully 
executed and detailed drawings. I could read and write well, but I 
wasn’t as interested in writing and produced a half-page summary to 
support my visual work. 
 
I relay this experience for two reasons; one, I can still remember the things I 
learnt about caterpillars and moths in that project today (some 40 years 
later), and two, it was the moment in my education when I realised that to do 
well at school I needed to write rather than draw. Despite my efforts my 
teacher assessed me on the basis of my half-page written work and I received 
a very unsatisfactory mark for my project. Even at seven years old, I realised 
that my teacher wasn’t as interested in my drawings, wasn’t able to 
understand my drawings or comprehend what I’d learnt through my 
producing those drawings. 
 
I tell this story to my pre-service early childhood teachers to open up 
discussion on the importance of supporting drawing in early education. I am 
keen for our discussions to focus on how young children often draw, not only 
for artistic pleasure or learning, but to engage with ideas, knowledge and 
concepts across a whole spectrum of subjects.  
 
 
 
What is the role of drawing? 
Developmental texts such as those by Lowenfeld & Brittain (1975) and 
Gardner (1980), which suggest that children’s drawings move through a 
series of stages, have had a huge impact on Twentieth Century early 
childhood curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. This is particularly in 
relation to the role drawing plays in assisting children in their emergent oral, 
reading and writing skills. A common developmental view for example is that 
a young child may begin by scribbling, then draws schematic figures, then 
produces more complex drawings, all of which introduces to him, a range of 
fine mark-making skills that support his emergent writing skills. Such a view 
can help to guide early childhood professionals in checking for the passing of 
milestones, but it can also work negatively by defining what is ‘normal’ 
growth and development.  
Recently however, policy documents such as The Early Years Learning 
Framework for Australia (Council of Australian Governments 2009) 
acknowledge that children learn in more diverse ways, and that it is 
important to regard this diversity equally rather than as an indication of 
delayed development: 
  
“Literacy incorporates a range of modes of communication including 
music, movement, dance, story telling, visual arts, media, and drama.” 
(p. 38) 
 
A significant challenge then for new and experienced early childhood 
professionals alike is to re-think some of the assumptions and opinions they 
might hold around drawing and its role in a child’s learning.  
 
 
 
Drawing as meaning making 
One assumption to challenge is that drawing is less necessary to do once a 
child learns to read and write. This is an important concept to challenge 
because childhood drawings can be deeply meaningful. Not all drawings are 
created as artworks for example; drawings can help a child think about how 
things work, the relationships between things or people, what happened in 
the past, emotions and feelings. These are complex ideas and young children 
may prefer to explore them through visual means rather than talking or 
writing about them. 
Another assumption to challenge is the view that young children don’t make 
conscious decisions about their education. It is tempting to think that very 
young children naturally require and follow the guidance of an adult, but as 
my personal account demonstrates, even young children make definite 
choices about how they wish to communicate their learning. In relation to 
drawing, this can be identified in three ways: 
 
 Ability: a child is simply better at conveying their ideas through 
drawing than in other ways;  
 Resistance: a child can use other ways such as reading and writing but 
doesn’t like to use those ways as much as drawing; and 
 Choice: a child can use other ways such as reading and writing but 
really enjoys using drawing most.  
 
Commonly, if a child communicates primarily through drawing the 
assumption can be that either the child is ‘artistic’ or that she has delayed 
reading and writing skills. A better view is to accept that children use many 
communication tools equally to explore their ideas and theories.   
 
 
 
Accessing meaning 
Many early childhood professionals make really wonderful provision for 
drawing activity in schools and centres, but may feel less confident in being 
able to effectively interpret children’s drawings.  
I believe it is vitally important that early childhood professionals develop a 
greater understanding of the contents of children’s drawings. Over the last 
four years I have researched and promoted a drawing activity whereby adults 
and children draw together on a large sheet of paper, to help in this. I call 
this activity Intergenerational Collaborative Drawing (Knight, 2008; 
<http//:www.artresearcheducation.com> ).  So far, over 250 people have 
participated in this project in a range of environments including day-care 
centres, preschools, primary schools and art galleries. Small groups of an 
adult and children explore a topic and then draw together onto large sheets of 
paper.  
 
Drawing collaboratively 
 A good way to begin is to talk about a prior event or activity or 
topic, around a large sheet of paper so that everyone can begin 
drawing when they are ready. 
 Generally children should take as long as they need to draw. 
Very young children may leave a drawing for a while only to 
return to it after a short break.  
 Adults should not try to control the use of the drawing 
materials. They are best left in a container at the side of the 
paper where all children can access them freely. 
 Adults should avoid demonstrating how to draw things to 
children. Children should develop or use their own ways of 
drawing things rather than copying an adult’s work, or a printed 
image. Adults can instead observe how children hold a crayon, 
how they move their body, or the types of marks they make and 
try to draw in this way. This helps the adult to recall how they 
might have drawn as a child too. 
 Children often do lots of other things while they draw, such as 
telling a story, making sounds, singing, moving, talking to 
others. Intergenerational collaborative drawing allows adults to 
experience and contribute to these at close range. This helps 
them build up a richer understanding of the drawing and what 
influenced it. 
 
Often, young children’s drawings do not contain recognisable ‘things’, so 
collaborative drawings act as a great memory prompt for an adult. Unlike the 
drawings that are handed to us by a child, the adult here is exposed to all the 
‘extra’ information and meaning that influences children’s drawings.  
Collaborative drawings provide wonderful insights into how curriculum 
subjects are received, and how even very young children think and learn 
about a diverse range of concepts and ideas. 
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